The city is now offi cially the main habitat of Homo sapiens. More than half of us live in towns and cities already, and the urban population is forecast to grow much faster than the rural one, such that by the middle of this century the town folk will make up 70% of the grand total of 9 billion. Thus, within just two centuries, a blink in the history of our species, the predominant lifestyle of humans has switched from rural to urban, accompanied by an explosive growth of world population.
Gothic boom towns
It all began when hunter-gatherers turned into farmers. For individuals, the rewards for giving up the roaming life and settling down to work the soil and keep domesticated animals were only marginal. At the population level, however, the new lifestyle enabled a higher population density, the ability to store and trade food and other commodities, as well as division of labour, which also produced wealth accumulation, hierarchies and armed forces. Agricultural societies originated only in a handful of regions on the planet, but with their armies they managed to displace most huntergatherer societies and thus spread their lifestyle around the world (Curr. Biol. (2013) 23, R667-R670).
Once people were settled and traded their goods with each other, the laws of the markets made them aggregate in villages, towns and cities. Distance from a marketplace became a cost factor that could be quantifi ed, and thus market towns evolved in fairly predictable ways. Around the world, and independently of each other, ancient cities became the focal points of civilisations.
Feature
The urbanisation of our species Ever since humans started to develop agriculture, trade and task differentiation, agglomerations have evolved according to scaling rules that may well be universal. After passing the milestone of 50% urbanisation, humanity is rapidly becoming a predominantly city-dwelling species. Ensuring the resilience, safety and sustainability of fast-growing cities will require much more joined-up policy and planning. Michael Gross reports.
Natural habitat: Cities have evolved naturally in many different cultures and are now the predominant habitat of our species. (Photo: Kayte Dolmatch/www.kaytedolmatchphotography.com.)
